Conspiracy theories continue to surface 


By LaCrisha Butler 

Little evidence. No reliable 
witnesses. No ballistics tests. 

In the 25 years since a single 
bullet ended the life of Martin 
Luther King Jr. on a balcony in 
Memphis, the cry has grown: 

Did James Earl Ray — petty 
thief, admitted white racist, 
high school dropout — really 
kill King? And if he was in- 
volved, did he act alone? 

Was he plotter, or patsy? 

Ray, now 65 and imprisoned 
in Tennessee, began proclaim- 
ing he was coerced into con- 
fessing to the murder in 1969, 
after being held in solitary con- 
finement for eight months. 


At first, he was ignored. But 
as the years have gone by, 
some — even former lieuten- 
ants in the civil rights move- 
ment — say a new investiga- 
tion and perhaps a trial is 
needed to bring out all the 
facts. Because he confessed, 
Ray was never tried. 

“At the beginning of it, we 
just kind of said it didn’t matter 
who killed him — white Amer- 
ica killed him,” says the Rev. 
Billy Kyles. “But as we grow 
older . . . history needs to know 
who killed Martin Luther King, 
and why.” 

Former District of Columbia 
delegate Walter Fauntroy, who 
served on the House Select 


$ 


Committee on Assassinations 
that looked into King’s murder, 
said he agreed with the panel’s 
conclusions — until recently. 

In 1978, after a two-year 
probe, the committee said 
King’s murder was orchestrat- 
ed by a St. Louis-based conspir- 
acy that offered a $50,000 
bounty, and Ray was the gun- 
man. The panel’s files are 
sealed until 2027. 

“I now believe that James 
Earl Ray was not the gunman, 
but a patsy in an elaborate con- 
spiracy,” says Fauntroy. 

No one disputes that Ray 
was in Memphis, or that his fin- 
gerprint was found on a rifle at 
the scene. 


And Ray acknowledges rent- 
ing a room in the flophouse 
from which police say the sin- 
gle .30-caliber bullet was fired. 

But he maintains he was set 
up by a man called only 
“Raoul,” who gave Ray instruc- 
tions and money to buy a car 
and weapon, and directed his 
movements across the USA be- 
fore the assassination. Ray says 
he never fired a shot. 

But G. Robert Blakey, gener- 
al counsel for the House panel, 
says a new probe isn't needed. 

Ray “is unworthy of belief,” 
Blakey says. “He’s a liar. He’s a 
petty criminal.” 

LaCrisha Butler writes for 
Gannett News Service 


r 


